PO 


Dertrl€ Are 


Jagannath Prasad Das 


Selected, edited and with an introduction by 
Paul St-Pierre 


V, 


VIRGO PUBLICATIONS 
NEW DELH;i 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


© J. P. Das 2005 


First published in 2005 by 
VIRGO PUBLICATIONS 
L67A, Malviya Nagar, New Delhi-110017 


ISBN 81-85870-41-1 


Design 
Meghna Gulzar 


Published with the assistance of 
The Quebec Fund for Research on Society & Culture 


Printed in India by 
Printo Craft 
1811-A, Giani Bazar, Kotla Mubarakpur, New Delhi-110003 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


Truly, | live in dark times! 
The guileless word is folly. 
A smooth forehead 
suggests insensitivity. 

The man who laughs 

has simply not yet heard 
the terrible news. 


Bertolt Brecht 
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4 lhe Warsi Se Ale Poet 


This collection by J.P. Das brings together poems 
written over more than thirty years and translated from 
Oriya by various hands.’ The translations have been 
reworked for this publication, which opens with the 
author's most recent poem, “After Gujarat", a paean 
to the power of poetry in the darkest of times. The 
overriding theme of the collection is the impingement 
of the world on consciousness, as it demands — and 
receives — recognition, and subsequent foreclosure. 
If the tone of the poems is somewhat sombre, this is 
due less to pessimism than to clarity of vision, to a 
willingness to directly face the difficulty of surviving 
in a world where survival can never be taken for 
granted. In the end, the poems are acts of solidarity 
with “the anguish / of the weak and the low” (There 
Are No Islands), with “the disrobed helplessness / 
of the lowest and lost" (Mahabharat); they denounce 
the manipulation and insensitivity to which the weak, 
the low and the lost are subjected. 


' Many of the translations were done by the author himself; others are by Durga Prasad Panda 
(Archaeology, Basti, Beggar in the Temple Street, Riot, Savages, The Unreal City}, Hrushikesh 
Panda (Fear, Mahabharat}, and Deba Patnaik (The Body. City, Homecoming. Last Umits, Mask, 
Midnight, Talisman). 


Jerk Lime | 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


Nowhere is this more evident than in “Kalahandi”, where 
nature's failure to provide is compounded by that of society 
and its institutions, and where, despite our attempt to 
withdraw into ourselves, we are touched in our innermost 
being by the plight of our fellow humans. 


The first section of the collection contains poems which, on 
the surface at least, are tied to historical events or to the 
interpretation of history. Some of these events are precisely 
identified - Gujarat, Somalia, Sarajevo, Kalahandi, Pokhran 
— while others, asin “War News", are alluded to more generally. 
In truth, however, the events are treated more as symbols 
than as facts; they become occasions for reflecting on their 
true nature, beyond all attempts at ideological or political 
recuperation. As such, reality is distinguished from the way 
itis written up as history or as archeology, or even asliterature, 
where it is made to serve particular aims and interests. The 
blurring of the two, the substitution of the latter for the former 
is cause for indignation. History is thus a “liar” (Archaeology), 
“lost/in the labyrinths/of conflicting interests” (Truth), and the 
services of literature are portrayed as being sold to the 
highest bidders (Tutelage). 


The second group of poems present urban scenes, 
dominated by a sense of loss and by violence. The city is 
no longer the setting of childhood innocence it once was; it 
has become a stage upon which the grand forces of history, 
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civilisation, democracy and religion act out their dramas 
(Basti), a stage where hope has turned to despair, where 
“The day retreats in disgrace, / night comes weeping / in the 
completeness of its shame" (Curfew In the City). The city has 
become a battlefield, littered with corpses (Riot, Savages, 
Metropolis), and death is an occurrence which has become 
routine. It is a place where “Conspirators gather/ to rewrite 
history” (Metropolis); unreal, it is unrecognisable, it “can no 
longer be identified, /it has taken a new form” (City). Dreams 
have been left unfulfilled and are irremediably lost. 


The poems in the final section, the longest of the three, 
focus on the incommensurability of the outside world and 
human experience of it. A discrepancy always exists 
between the two, whether deriving from hope which is 
unreasonable (Beggar in the Temple Street) or from fear 
based in reality (Talisman). This is a world of boundaries, 
of separation and of loneliness — the poet sleeps “on a 
lonely island” (The Body), and the god in “The Temple” 
“remains, contented,/in its holy solitude, /in the harsh 
authenticity / of its own iconography”. It is a world 
characterised by the offensive false neutrality of indifference 
— the indifference with which a few coins are tossed to a 
beggar, the indifference of the god in the temple, the 
indifference even of the pet dog to the preoccupations of 
its master. There are echoes in this section of the urban 
landscapes of the second, but with the focus squarely placed 
on the poet, on his separation from self (Mask) and from 


others (Aerial Survey). 
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If there is one set of lines which tie together the different. 
themes of the collection — solidarity with the weak, the 
difficulty of survival, the force and reality of the world beyond 
words, the affront of indifference —it is the third stanza of "At 
the Traffic Light", in which a beggar woman approaches 
drivers ensconced in the snug safety of their vehicles. The 


stanza illustrates the precarious 
nature of such security : 
Suddenly there advances 

into the rearview mirror 

a skeleton with a dead child 

in its bony hands; 

its screaming fingers 

pierce the steel 

and wipe away the daydream. 


It shatters the easy equilibrium, 
taking you, 

in a moment, 

to the perilous precipice 

of your conscience, 

making you suddenly 

think of fate and god, 

and brings to your tips 

lines of a forgotten prayer. 
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Reality forcibly intervenes on consciousness, in the 
form of a mirror image, rudely awakening awareness 
of a world in which children may die and living 
skeletons beg at traffic lights, a world in which life 
and death intermingle. Immediately there is an 
attempt to flee, to shift attention, to deaden the effect. 
This is only partially successful, however, for the 
effect lives on in these poems, marked by the world, 
in the "screaming fingers” which “pierce the steel”. 
The words and images recall and reinvent the 
experience, one that we all have shared. 


Paul St-Pierre 
Université de Montréal 
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efter jn jerrerk 


After Gujarat, 

will there be poetry? 

Could poets write 

after Alexandria was razed? 
After Auschwitz, 

Hiroshima and Vietnam; 
after the Emergency; 

after Babri Masjid, 

9/11 and Iraq? 


Poetry cannot be banished. 
It returns at will 

to Plato's Republic, 

to Stalin's Siberia, 

to Pokhran and to Kalahandi, 
following in the footprints 

of violence 

as it chronicles 

the descent of man. 

As with history, to poetry 
there is no end. 


Poetry will be written 
despite fatwas and bans. 
Poetry will defy the Gulag; 
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it will ignore the censor's blue pencil 
and the fundamentalist's frown. 
Poetry will be written 

even as books 

are being burnt. 


After Gujarat 

poetry will be written 

about Gujarat itself, 
beginning with 

the shame of Ayodhya 

and following the bloody trail 
to Godhra, to Gujarat 

and on to Mumbai. 


When Babri rises 

poetry will affirm 

that temples are made 

not with blood-scribed bricks 
or stones carved in hate, 
that they, like poetry, 

are founded on 

imagination and faith 

in the hearts of men. 


After Gujarat 

poems will be written 

to affirm the truth 

that there is no Ayodhya 
outside the poet's 

epic imagination. 
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errclhercology 


With history by his side, 

the researcher stands 

upon the arid expanse of time, 
rummaging through ruins 

for signs from the past : 

temple crests hidden under sand, 
flowers fallen from idol's hands, 
expeditions ordered in dreams, 
snakes guarding the sleeping boy, 
hoofprints of galloping horses, 
jingling anklets stilled in the river, 
signet rings in the fish's belly, 
mementos identifying strangers. 


He looks around, 

his mind beset by questions — 
when where why whose, 

coronation, reign, war, ashvamedha, 
proclamations, bequests, genealogy. 
No one answers; 

there are no clues. 

The questions reverberate 

in the barren expanses, 

like deserters fleeing battle fields. 
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When he repeats the questions, 
hideous laughter 

from the thirsting souls 

of common people 

arises from the caves 

and the coves 

and from the recesses 

of the horizon, 

knocking against stones, 

trees, and the void. 


Its wandering echo now orders 
the sky to turn away its face, 
the mountain to go to sleep, 
the forest to close its eyes, 
and tells history, 

Shut up, liar! 
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eS 


Put away the road maps now. 
To reach there, 

no need for helicopters; 
wherever there is hunger, 
there Kalahandi is. 


The god of rain 

turned away his face; 

not one green leaf was 

left on the trees. 

The whole village a graveyard. 
The ground cracked, 

river sand bone dry. 

All the plans failed; 

the line of poverty 

receded still further. 


Wherever you look, 

there is a Kalahandi: 

in the sunken eyes 

of living skeletons, 

in rags which leave 

their frail bodies uncovered, 
in the utensils 

pawned for food, 
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in the crumbling huts 

with unthatched roofs, 

in the exclusive prosperity 
of owning 

two clay pots. 


Kalahandi is everywhere : 

in the gathering of famished crowds 
at charity kitchens, 

in market places 

where children are auctioned off, 

in the sighs of young girls 

sold to brothels, 

in the silent procession 

of helpless people 

leaving hearth and home. 


Come, 

take a closer look at Kalahandi : 
in the insincere tears 

of false press statements, 

in the exaggerated statistics 

of computer print-outs, 

in the cheap sympathy 
expressed at conferences 

and in the false assurances 
presented by planners. 


Kalahandi is very close to us : 
in the occasional contrition 

of our souls, 

in the unexpected nagging 
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of conscience, 

in the rare repentance 

of the inner self, 

in the nightmares 
peircing sound sleep, 

in disease, in hunger, 

in helplessness. 

In the abject fear 

of impending bloodshed. 


How can we then walk 
through the celebrated portals 
of the twenty-first century, 

and leave Kalahandi behind? 
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It is not possible 

to live for all time in exile, 
donning disguises; 

one has to return 

to one's own land. 


It is not possible 
to remain neutral, 
for war here 

is inevitable; 
there is no choice 
but to take sides. 


Here, in the epic of life 

all has been written : 

for empire and power 

the loaded dice of elections; 

for the destitute, 

a piece of land 

as large as the tip of a needle 
under the Land Reforms Law; 
lac-houses in harijan colonies, 
war-zones in farms and factories; 
the charkravyuha of poverty and want, 
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the unfailing brahmastras 

in the armoury of adversaries; 
and the disrobed helplessness 
of the lowliest and lost. 


In diplomatic exchanges, 
no principles are at stake : 
the old and the venerable 
beseech the young 

for the inheritance of youth; 
honour is surrendered 

in the fulfillment 

of unjust promises; 

there is assault and rape 
in meeting halls; 
witnesses go blind; 
chastity is divisible; 
licence and lust 

are universally acknowledged; 
woman is womb here; 
perfidy is routine 

and might the only right. 


In the dharmakshetra 

of everyday life, 

the siren is veritably 

the sound of the conchshell 
that marks the beginning of war. 
The evening does not, alas, 
bring its cessation, 
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only a respite 

to regroup artifices 
for battle the next day. 
It is a war 

bereft of principles. 

In this war, 

losing is the only sin. 
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Ale deo ୟା 


Neither the teacher 

in the classroom 

nor his confounded pupil, 

nor the westward looking scholar 
has ever seen it with his mortal eyes; 
yet the daffodil, 

swaying and dancing 

in the breeze, 

in its golden arrogance, 

flashes upon their inner eye. 


The empire may have ended 
like a short spring, 

but the daffodil lives on. 

The empire may have dried up 
like the rain 

or the pearls of dew, 

but the daffodil lives on, 
tossing its head 

in a sprightly dance. 


As lively and fresh now 

as in the golden age of imperialism, 
its glory untarnished 

in the ruins of empire. 
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In the emptiness of lands 
ravaged by cultural invasions, 
the daffodil shines brightly 
like an eternal star. 


Through the open windows of the mind 
winds of subculture 

from philistine foreign lands 

rush in and blow us off our feet. 

The daffodil shines as ever before, 
shamelessly arrogant, 

in the inner eye 

of our very own intellectuals. 
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It has been ordained 


that despots 
will command 
empires and slaves; 


that false prophets 
will mislead 
disciples and followers; 


that common people 
will inherit 
poverty and misery; 


that fatalists 
will reap 
the ironies of karma; 


and that Time eternal 
will decide 

the ultimate, indomitable 
truths of History. 
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kintelerse 


Sculptors carved 

the arrogance of emperors 
into stone 

and installed the statues 
on temple walls. 


Poets wrote their 
minor epics 

of amorous adventures 
in the name of kings. 


Dancers became devadasis 
and walked into 

temples and monasteries 
and the zenana. 


Wits and poetasters 
offered themselves 
as retainers 
for the entertainment 
of the court. 


Historians devoted themselves 
heart and soul 
to writing panegyrics 
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and the genealogies 
of royalty. 


When there were 

kings and zemindars no more, 
when land grants, allowances 

and stipends were abolished, 

poets and artists 

looked for 

liew courts and patrons. 


Parvenu lords and masters 
easily took them 

under their wing; 

literature and the arts 

were appropriated by 
traders and tycoons. 
Awards and festivals 

were instituted 

by manufacturers 

of explosives and tobacco. 
Culture slid effortlessly 
into this glorious smoke. 


Artists whom 

the establishment passed by 
protested against the system 
and passed resolutions 
about artistic freedom, 

in official seminars, 

and breathed 

a sigh of relief. 
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History is nothing 

but empty ranting, 

with no such thing 

as a claim to truth. 

Might is right 

is the only rule, 

and names engraved in stone 
confirm rightful ownership, 
until the letters are erased. 


History is a fossil 

from primeval times, 
composed of 

broken swords, 

crumbling skulls, 
shattered idols, 
undeciphered alphabets 
and scraps of paper strewn 
across the archives floor — 
all to be reshuffled 

and made to serve 
opposing points of view. 


History can be plucked 
from the ground 
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like a coveted crown 
with the tip of a sword; 
history can be auctioned 
to the highest bidder; 
history can be consigned 
to the blazing flames 
like a flimsy effigy 

by a frenzied mob. 

The purohit can offer it 
to the sacrificial fire. 
History can become lost 
in the labyrinths 

of conflicting interests. 


There is no such thing 

as the final truth 

of history. 

Like a quickchange artist 

it can adopt 

new colours and appearances. 
Anything can be proven 

and established 

using false evidence, 

fake records, 

cryptic signs and symbols. 

A statue in stone can be proven 
to be of straw, 

a mosque to be a temple, 

a temple a stupa, 

a hero a jester and a villain. 
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There is no truth in history; 

it has no substance of its own. 
As you peel away 

layer after layer 

of falsehood, 

you discover only 

that there always remains 

yet one more mask. 
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An NGG 


We console ourselves 

that all that is happening 

is not here and now. 

It is in some unknown past; 

and this is not our world 

but some accursed satellite 
that we are watching, 

having nothing to do with us. 


It is an action movie 

whose coloured bursts 

can be watched with enjoyment 
on the television screen 

in the comfort of the family room. 
Or else it is 

an ordinary item 

in the daily newspaper, 

quickly glanced at 

with casual unconcern. 


In the grim bunkers 

of a fossilised consciousness, 
under a neutral blanket 

of smug self-assurance., 

we make a weekend review 
of the scene of action. 
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The glowing cigarette end 

sets oil fields on fire, 

its smoke blows away warplanes. 
The teacup drowns submarines; 
tanks and aircraft break up 

like crackers. 

Along with the empty plate 

we push aside 

the horrors of the battlefield. 


If some war-ravaged faces 

stricken with fear and terror 

force their way into our unconscious, 
upsetting the easy equilibrium, 

we dig our shameless faces 

deep into the cold dead pages 

of the morning newspaper. 
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pekhirern 


It is not easy 

to find the place. 

To reach Pokhran 

you need to make sacrifices; 
you have to leave behind 
all humanity 

and reasons for living. 
The road to Pokhran 

is built on 

history's wasteland 

of hunger, suffering 

and deprivation. 


On the way to Pokhran 
there is Kargil; 

if you keep walking on 
towards a blind future, 
Hiroshima is not 

far beyond. 


Pokhran is the burning cavern 
of Krishna's mouth 

in his world-image, 

where killer Time rules. 
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There is no possibility of life 
in its poisonous environs; 
here, extinction is the rule. 


The ruthless lustre 

of blinding effulgence 

plucks vision 

from the eyes. 

In the explosion 

of a million suns 

creation becomes a black hole. 


Life ceases beyond 

dead waveless seas 

and flaming skies. 

From the remains 

of smoke and ashes 

Kalki comes 

wrapped in devilish laughter 
riding the dark horse 

of destruction. 


The poor, ordinary man 
out for his livelihood 
stands stunned 

before the carnival 

of blazing lights 

and at the end 

of the unreal day 

returns to the starving dark 
of his tumbledown hut. 
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Ahhee errr ¢ mo 


A leat falls, 

and there is turmoil 

in outer space. 

The line on your palm 
shifts a fraction, 

and stars and planets 
change their course. 


The gentle quiver 
of rolling waves 

on a faraway sea 
caresses the wings 
of Siberian birds 
on their long flight 
to warmer waters. 


Blessings from the lips 
of farseeing prophets, 
from across light years, 
brighten the futures 

of children yet to be born. 


Bullets in Sarajevo 


lends 


cross countries and continents 
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to strike an unknown man 
on a peace march 
in a distant land. 


The unremitting hunger 

of Somalia and Kalahandi 
appears at dining tables 
in airconditioned homes 
in affluent cities. 


Viruses from neglected cadavers 
threaten the complacency 

of the bluest blood. 

The sighs of the third world 

turn into nightmares 

and disturb the slumber 

of the world's metropolises. 


There are no islands. 
All of mankind stands 
hand in hand 

in an unbroken chain, 
awestruck at the anguish 
of the weak and the low. 
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ene ~ ile cA 


With nostalgia in my heart 

and longing in my eyes, 

| dream of my city. 

| cross the river of my innocence 

and take the road to my childhood; 

| stop at the crossroads of growing up 
and make my way 

to the city of my happy memories. 


Addresses written in familiar hands 
show me the way; 

fragments of memories 

lead me on. 

And, there, suddenly before me, 
is the city of my dreams. 


But everything seems strange 
in this city | knew so well. 
Everything is in ruins : 

the roads deserted, 

the houses desolate and forlorn. 
There is no warmth 

in the jostling posters; 

no invitation in the peeling walls. 
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| come face to face 
with the harsh ironies 
lying in wait for me. 


Unwanted sights crowd me : 
friendly knocks rebuffed 

on the neighbour's door; 

thirst returning from the dry tap; 
childhood crying on its way 

to an orphaned future; 
modesty hiding her tears in shame; 
innocence caught 

between flying bullets; 

amity falling into pieces 

from broken domes. 


The day retreats in disgrace, 
night comes weeping 

in the completeness of its shame. 
Bewildered, | look at faith 

stuck on the knife’s edge, 
dharma blasted in explosions, 
conscience drowned in blood, 
and justice consumed by arson. 


| have a dream before my eyes; 
there is a city in my dreams, 
and there is 

a curfew in the city. 
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They all arrive here, finally, 
unasked, time and again. 


To this nameless slum 

history comes with its 

invading hordes, 

passing through archways, 

flying flags of triumph, 

marking its conquest 

with victory columns. 

History demands surrender. 

asks for blood and sacrifice — 

the blood of the warrior, of the rebel, 
of the innocent, of the toiler. 

History asks for submission, 
acceptance, subjugation and loyalty. 
History holds out 

the threat of Emergency. 


Civilisation comes 

hiding behind a mask, 

gun and Bible in hand, 

setting up colonies, 

investing money, 

ushering in industrial revolutions, 
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bellowing factory smoke, 
establishing townships, 

lecturing in townhalls. 

Civilisation sells yellow journalism, 
counterfeit goods, liquor, 

and pornography. 

Civilisation doles out 

drugs and venereal disease. 
Civilisation demands 

addiction and blind obedience. 


Democracy arrives 

in the bustling street 

beyond the poverty line, 

riding in jeeps 

and waving flags. 

Democracy demands 
signatures, thumbprints, 

bribes, lies, applause, 

taxes, donations, votes, 
witnesses, supporters, goondas, 
garlands, posters, hired crowds, 
slogans, processions, platforms, 
microphones, meetings, rallies, 
mass movements, effigies. 


In the quiet, scared, innocent street 
Religion takes stride amidst 
hymns, prayers and carols, 

in the calls 

of the purohit and muezzin, 
wearing beard, turban and cap, 
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decked out in vermilion and saffron, 
shouting hoarsely to the glory 

of the one and true God. 

Religion comes with knives and sticks, 
grenades and flaming torches in hand, 
calling for the destruction 

of temple and mosque. 

Religion calls for rape, arson and looting, 
the kafir's head, the heathen's entrails. 
Religion snatches 

bangles from the hands of married women, 
parents from their children, 

the honour of girls and 

the potful of rice boiling on the hearth. 


They come and go away, 
threatening to strike again. 
Newspapers change their headlines. 
In the political horse-trading 

power is auctioned off, 

through elections, prayers, 

riots, curfews, lectures, statements, 
five-year plans, and false promises. 
The basti survives them all, 

like a small child 

newly orphaned 

playing on the street corner 

still unaffected, 

by religion, democracy, 

civilisation and history. 
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¬ ok 


The gods took their stance 
facing each other, 

their armies in tow, 

on the innocent street. 


Intolerance became their weapon : 


anger strengthened hands, 
hatred prodded legs, 
fundamentalism obliterated 


the simple logic of conscience. 


And then, 

a reign of beastly terror : 
sacraments of blood, 
offerings of severed heads, 
incense of burning houses 
and the congregational prayer 
of screams of pain. 


When curfew was imposed, 
the gods regained 

their ordained heavens. 
Ambulances carried 

to the hospital 
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the wounded and the dying. 
Police vans took the corpses 
to the city morgues. 


Wails and sirens 

were lost in the smell 

of burning houses and gunpowder. 
No one noticed 

the corpse lying in the drain. 
The man had come to the street 
begging for alms. 

No one knew his name 

or his religion. 

Now, he is beyond 

sacred texts and faiths. 

Only his lifeless eyes 

still keep staring, 

fixed and merciless, 

at the remorseless heaven 
darkened by the black smoke 
of a forlorn future. 


derrk Aime ¢ 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


Senses 


In broad daylight 

the sun was stabbed. 

The murderers 

sliced it into pieces 

and threw them into the dark 
of the filthy drain. 

Beasts took over the city. 
With their million claws and fangs 
storms descended 

and ravaged the earth. 
Vultures pecked at 

the corpse of the day. 


Wild fires swept the city, 

from one end to the other. 
Birds were thrown from 

their nests 

likes sparks of fire. 

Innocent, helpless animals 
were trapped 

inside the circle of fire. 

The shocking news 

of yet another hundred deaths 
was lost among 

the routine newspaper headlines. 
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Scared alphabets took shetter 
behind bloodsoaked posters. 
History scattered 

like charred bits of paper. 
The sounds of bullets came 
bursting like thunder. 

The sky was torn apart. 

The celebration of life on earth 
turned to ashes. 

Prehistoric beasts 

marched through 

Street after street 

across the bosom 

of the burning city. 
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mekropols 


Early in the morning 

the newspaperman 

slips under the door 

four murders and three rapes. 


The sky here 

is the colour of gunpowder; 
there is a smell 

of burnt petro! in the air. 
In the street 

accidents greet you. 
Masked terror awaits 

in the back lanes. 
Knife in hand 

vulgarity forces itself 
on to women’s buses. 


There is no one your own here, 
yet relationships are made 

and then broken, again. 

Life goes on 

like clockwork 

in offices and shops 

in streets and lanes. 
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The traffic keeps moving. 
Conspirators gather 
to rewrite history. 


Spring still comes 

at its appointed time, 

finding its way 

through labyrinthine streets; 
winter dons its floral robe; 

a few square feet of sky 
peep from behind garish hoardings; 
music blares out of buses; 
and when the sun sets 

neon lights break into smiles 
behind the fog of smoke. 


Amidst rumours, 

riots and curfew, 

rising prices, 

an exploding population 
and polluting fumes 

the streets play hide and seek 
as traffic moves by 

on either side of the body 
lying in the road, 

with its own momentum, 

as everyone shuffles along 
in a great hurry 

for his very own 

fifteen minutes of fame. 
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' Av 


Beyond the boundary 

and on the other side 

of my echoes lies 

a city, once my own. 

In small rooms we were closeted, 
sustained in our own orbits. 


On steel-trees 


* neon-flowers bloomed. 


Our mind's mini-buses 
played hide-and-seek 
in concrete labyrinths. 


, Roads were the ocean's 


‘ coloured floors 

and the lampposts 

countless eddies of waves. 

This forbidden cherished city of ours 
gave shelter to our dreams. 


We wrote on the walls 

about our youthful moments; 
morning sun and starlight 

we framed unto the windows. 
We ignored the warning 
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of many no-signs 
and saw life's multi-coloured movie 
in the mysterious closed rooms of ours. 


We grew old, 

and chose our paths. 

Many got lost; 

if some managed 

through the green-lights, 
Some were stopped 

by the reds; 

others merged 

into the everlasting stream 

of glass and steel; 

and still others were scattered 
in apartments rented in alien lands. 


That city can no longer be identified, 
it has taken a new form; 

roads have new names, 

houses have been auctioned, 
addresses changed. 

Old faces cannot be recognised. 

It is Sunday 

and the city square is deserted; 

the last bus has left; 

all is quiet. 
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la tet crkw 


The rustle of morning traffic 
wakes him abruptly. 

From the rooftops, the city 

is a stretch of parched fields; 
lost in the unfamiliar horizon 
vision returns to its own confines. 
Hawkers’ cries resound 

like impatient bleatings; 

the restless belts of the siren 
force him out of the house. 


In the wild thickets of the factory 
yet another day slips by 

like a forgotten dream. 

In the shadowy evening, 

the homeward steps 

quicken their pace; 

while in the city's narrow lanes 
evening drags itself 

through the homing flocks of cars. 
On the barren lampposts 

lights flutter like fireflies 

from a lost childhood. 
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His eyes closed, 
the dripping roadside tap 
seems a rippling river. 


Inside the claustrophobic room 

the electric bulb flickers and goes out. 
Darkness envelops body and mind, 
half-remembered lullabies 

caress the eyelids. 

The magic wand of sleep, 

riding its flying chariot, 

carries the tinsel treasures of childhood 
to thrill the throbbing heart. 


If only it could bring 

the sullen sulk of a coy woman 
and the cries of a restive child 
to brighten up the foneliness 
of this dreary city night! 


dork Kime 57 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


besser ow the kenge kere 


From one end of the road 
to the other 

forms the universe 

of his disease and suffering. 
The shrinking shadows 

of crumbling walls, 

the drain and the pariah dog 
make up the world 

of his hopeful dreams. 


His security is wrapped in rags, 

his present contained in the broken plate, 
he holds his future 

in the begging bowl before him. 


His eyes cannot see 

the temple's pinnacle; 

the temple gates 

are beyond his reach; 

the chariot wheels shun him; 
incense does not 

fill his“empty stomach; 

his sighs fail to melt 

the stone idol's heart. 
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Even S0, 

he bows in gratitude 
for his unasked-for life, 
as if living itself 

is a boon 

from a previous birth, 
as if each meal 

is a heavenly gift, 
each time disease spares him 
a veritable rebirth, 

and each passing day 
a divine miracle. 


After a full day's fast 

he knows for certain 

that his sincere prayers 

will not go unheard. 

The evening rituals complete, 
god will descend from the car, 
fish a few coins 

from his coat pocket 

and fling them across, 

in a supreme gesture of piety, 
into his grateful tin bowl. 
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Ale body 


A body lay 

in the middle of the road; 

people crowded to the other side. 
A few walked past; 

someone could not bear to look; 
some stopped, 

some grew quiet, 

and someone shut his eyes. 


On that road someone 

walked away chanting mantras. 

Whose child was it who picked a flower? 
Who laughed, 

and who stretched out his hand 

to stop time? 

Whose scream was lost 

in the deserted road? 


In the flood of lights, 

someone disappeared on the road; 
erasing the many dreams 

from his mind with a deep sigh. 
Someone exclaimed, ah! 
Someone else measured life 
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with a lighted candle; 
someone searched 
for his road in the half-light. 


All the men have disappeared; 
the road is empty; 

and laughter has vanished 

into the eternal void. 

Still lies the body 

in the middle of the road. 


And | sleep on a lonely island. 
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Ale ke~ple 


Like a meditating monk 

in ritual pose 

the temple sits solemnly 

under Time's omniscient canopy. 


The priest is engaged in playful 
banter with the major icons; 

a listless seedling gapes 

from the gargoyle's shoulder. 


The chorus of prayers, 

like a lonely child 

who has lost its way, 

roams the temple yard — 
from the steps to the pavilion, 
from the courtyard to the altar. 
The tired echoes of the mantra 
caress the keepers 

of the ten directions 

and return to rest 

in the indifferent recesses 

of the iconless walls. 


Incense, rising, finds no escape; 
prayers are trapped in the walls; 
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flowers of worship 

fail to brighten 

the time-worn temple floor; 
evensongs wander 

from one corner to the other 
in search of the forlorn soul; 
offerings return only to be lost 
in the innermost mind. 


Beyond knowledge and belief, 
the evening lamp keeps flickering 
like a desolate wish. 

In the sanctum sanctorum 

the god remains, contented, 

in its holy solitude, 

in the harsh authenticity 

of its own iconography. 
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Seer 


Fear is the pre-historic darkness 
lurking in the streets 

and lanes of the town 

when you are carrying 

large amounts of money 

in your briefcase. 


Fear is the offspring 

of King Kong 

emerging from childhood fables 
and beating his chest 

on the roof of the concrete jungle. 


Fear is the ring of the telephone 
hammering the heart 

in the voice of the dreaded boss 
at odd hours. 


Fear is the telegram at midnight 
arriving inside a sealed envelope 
when near and dear ones 

are far away. 


In the still midday, 
fear is the thumping in unison 
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of heavy boots 
in times of curfew 
in the lanes of impotent men. 


Fear is the hushed whisper 

of tense and uneasy days 

when uniformed soldiers 

armed with bayonets 

charge into dispersing protesters 
after slogans of dissent 

have gone silent. 


Fear is the roar 

of the motorbike 
emerging from the temple 
its face masked 

when there are names 

on a hit list. 


Fear is the witness 

to your ignominious past 
surfacing suddenly in your mind, 
back from banishment 

looking for atonement 

for the sins of the past. 


Fear is the imminent 
possibility of death 

leaping from the mirror 

in the vacant moments of time, 
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drawing wrinkles on your face 
during the indulgent moments 
at the dressing-table. 


Fear is the tenuousness 
of a relationship that hangs 
on everyday agreement, 
eternally fearful 

of snapping apart. 
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Lhomnecormnng 


When | left home, 

| thought of taking colour 

and light from the sky; 

heat from the sun, 

roar from the clouds, 

thrill from the woods, 

and experience from the void. 


| received nothing. 

So, | thought of taking 

hope from the sky, 

promise from the sun, 

and dreams from the clouds; 
surprise from the void, 

and from the wind 

provisions for the road. 


| lost my way; 

in helpless return, 

| sit and wonder 

about fate's injustice; 

looking at the lines on my palms, 
| measure the distance 

between one despair 

and another. 
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In the limited scheme of life 
there is no place for sun and sky. 
Metaphor and meaning, 

path and provisions, 

are indistinguishable. 

Countless compromises are made 
with time and age 

through life's easy formula. 
Moments of fighting 

and losing 

are also forgotten. 


If now, at times, in the twilight hour 

the old yearning suddenly hints at me, 
both of us return home, 

my pet dog and |, 

like some dark and secret truth. 

With a sigh of relief 

| open the door; 

the dog yawns and nods his head 

in indifferent assent. 
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I 


Night has no age, time no name; 

the sky could be touched with confidence; 
one could talk quietly to the stars; 

one could exchange secrets with the dark; 
one could lie on the sea's sparkling yard. 


Morning rays tossed 

on the sickbed of a familiar woman; 
copulating men and women 

grew restless inside their coffins, 

in fear of unrealised love; 

shadows jumped through window panes 
and filled the empty room. 

That very morn.ent : 


The city was plundered. 
Infantrymen circled in 

from four directions; 

the seven-horse chariot 

rolled past, street to street; 
city constables turned traitors, 
laid down their weapons; 

a few moonstruck youths 
protested, writing out 

mere resolutions. 
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Look, how alert loneliness is at this hour 
in the guise of noon at time's two extremities. 


Give me my arrows, 

give me the shield, 

give me the sword. 

O, my knights and soldiers, 
come with me 

to the last frontier; 

paint on my forehead 
sandalpaste and vermeil; 
recite mantras; 

astrologer, 

tell me of the auspicious moment. 


Where are my companions? 

On this road there is no one; 

. all have fled, 

all my soldiery. 

The temple is empty; 

who stole the gold idol? 

Where is the stone-studded throne? 
Where is the priest? 

Why are my hands so cold, why? 
Who is there? Support my hands; 
bring the holy Ganges water. 

The city has become 

a cremation ground; 

Skeletons in the coffers. 

Come, let us pray today 

for the deliverance of their 
unfulfilled souls. 
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Darkness has no eyes; time no shadows; 
countless footmarks on ocean sands. 
The day dawns suddenly; 

once again the wait for another night. 
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Ak 


| have many masks : 

for day and night and evening too, 

for a moment's mirth, 

for the last act of a tragedy; 

for guests and fellow-travellers, 

a one-time sweetheart and her spouse, 
for emperors, soldiers, harlots, magicians, 
for dead men and for processions; 

for exiled sky and startled dawn, 

for love and defence and deception. 
In an instant | adopt varied masks 

of different guises 

at every phase in my life. 


| searched for a mask 

which in its eyes’ touch of blue 

would bring all the virgins under my spell; 
at the slightest twitch of my firm lips 
enemies would admit defeat; 

in one glance all the birds in the sky 
would wing their way into my cage; 

| would summon night 

and the sun would set. 
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That mask | never had. 


All my masks are of-small surprises, 


cheap laughter, indifferent mirth, 
sterile sulk, feeble cry 

and impotent remorse. 

My mask is of flimsy love 

and of most trivial grief. 


With that mask 

| entertain guests, chant mantras, 
make love to wife and mistress; 
at times talk to the heavens 

and look at the stars, 

and get lost easily 

in crowds of people. 


My years grow from mask to mask, 
from one deception to another. 
Some try to know me 

through my disguises; 

others knowing seem not to know. 
If at times | feel 

| have lost my credentials, 

| try to see myself 

and | look at the walls : 

rows and rows of masks 

and scattered shards of glass. 

No point in asking questions 

of the mirror. 
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A alk 


Suddenly | awake 

to someone's scream. 
What child was born? 

Or was it midnight's cry? 
Was it my past, come back 
to punish me? 

| do not know 

what my transgression is. 


Someone calls me from afar; 

| descend Time's unending stairs. 

On the quicksand of forgetting 

| paint the imprints of my wounds. 

| open the gates of the broken cemetery; 
and once again | arrive 

at my own secret path. 


On that road, there is no one; 

it is an unfamiliar desert; 

the waiting for an accidental meeting. 
No footmarks in those sands, 

all erased by storm winds, 

and in its own confines 

the storm is lost. 
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Miles and miles 

of bodies under slabs of stone, 

| am looking for them : 

they are my frustrated yearnings, 
incomplete love, 

pointless aspirations. 

They are my life's 

every discouraged moment. 

They are all the women 

| have seen in my dreams; 

the ashes of desire; 

shattered houses, snuffed-out candles, 
emptied cages, and the failed attempts 
of this worn body. 


Crossing zigzag paths, 

skipping on cobbled yards, 

| reach a crossroads of my own 
and merge into the motionless 
monument of memory. 

| see through the unwinking eyes 
of the stone statue — 

| have come to another land, 
another city. 


Sometimes colours splash 

on the limits of this land, 

thunder and lightening rend the sky. 
The cemetery awakes 

and turns on its side. 

They are alert, but | 

inert, stand stuck 
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on the monument. 
Whatever to. be said 
remains unspoken, 
on the lips of stone. 


Suddenly | wake 

to someone's scream. 
Was that the wail 

of a stone statue? 


Derk kimeg 75 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


ek ihe ckerolKe of APO 


You promised me 

we'd meet at the stroke of six 

in the evening; no one but us, 

we two at the city limits; 

the evening would be for us alone; 
time would stop sharp at six. 


When you went to the beach 

with someone the other day, 

the sun set suddenly; 

the mermaids became frightened; 
castaway ships stopped in mid-ocean; 
the waters flamed like fire 

and flowed blood red; 

| was robbed of my time 

and then on my sickbed from dawn 
to dusk and dusk to dawn, 

in my fevered sleep, 

there were no dreams 

or memories for me. 


There will be evenings yet, 
and there will yet be you, 

with the sunshine of 

silent mornings in your breast, 
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your arms aching with midday's pain, 
your body besieged with 

the mysteries of the darkest nights, 
your eyes twitching 

to the excitement of traffic lights. 

Will you look for me 

on evenings such as these 

with your hand on your breast, 
cravingly, on your dishevelled bed? 


This evening 

there will be sacrifices yet, 
battles and bloodshed, 

a dagger in the lover's hand, 

a scream on the heroine's lips, 
there will be death this evening 
and resurrection too, 

some reconciliation and 

some suicide pacts, 

on this anniversary of 

the beginning and end of love. 


You made a promise, 

we'd meet at six, 

at the stroke of six, 

the two of us, 

just we two in the lonely evening 

as if it were the last day of our lives, 
with no redemption tomorrow. 


But look 
how hostile everything is : 
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the sky has turned crimson; 

there is a strike in the city, 

protests and processions. 

There are prohibitory orders against us. 
The city limits are oddly crowded today, 
the clocks have all stopped at noon. 
Only you and me here. 

It is six in the evening, 

only you and me, 

and the awe-struck people 

of the city, 
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esl ee 


At times | wish 

to escape this periphery 

of which my life is the centre, 

to see what land lies beyond. 
Determined, | leave the circle; 
opening the car door 

| step out cautiously. 


It is a strange land : 

void, enormous void, 

like the frustrated midday of my life; 
shadows in the sky drift 

sure and preordained 

like sun and moon; 

time has shrunk to a moment. 


| see anew the difference 
between sunrise and sunset, 
between falling in love 

and forgetting; 

between seeing and existing. 
| see numerous lights — 

they all surround me, 

shoot me through with red and orange; 
dark shadows encircling 

the spaces are erased 

and vanish into the same void. 
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For the first time | ask myself 

who am |? 

where does my path lead? 

these stairs — ascending or descending? 
who is the witness, 

where is the crown? 

| try to comprehend 

the quiet whisper of stars in the sky; 

the significance of the lines 

on the palms of the wind; 

and what message lies 

in the hieroglyphs of ocean sands; 

the bird that screams in my body's cage, 
what meaning is there? 


Sterile spaces come 

looking for shelter inside me; 

my mind is filled with an eternal void; 
my shadow grows, 

although they are no phantoms, 

yet, | am frightened of them; 

| walk backwards, 

very cautiously 

the car door | shut; 

and raising walls of glass and steel, 
| rid myself of them all : sky, wind 
and ocean sand, 

and the numerous questions. 


And then | look for my talisman 
amidst newspapers, cigarettes, 
and small coins. 
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ork the kere hab 


The car moves along, 
smooth and well-oiled 

in its mechanical perfection. 
But when the traffic light 
glares with its red eye, 
the dream slows to a halt; 
the engine growls 

in irritation. 

The car behind 
impatiently honks, 

as if wanting to make it 
into the next century 
beyond the crossing. 


Behind the wheel 

the bored eyes 

seek out comic relief 

in the bizarre sculpture 

of the accident-prone car 
and its driver's monkey-face. 
They try to read 

the headlines of the tabloid 
held out at the car door, 
but there is nothing 
sensational except 

the face of the newsboy. 
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Suddenly there advances 
into the rearview mirror 

a skeleton with a dead child 
in its bony hands; 

its screaming fingers 

pierce the steel 

and wipe away the daydream. 
It shatters the easy equilibrium, 
taking you, 

in a moment, 

to the perilous precipice 

of your conscience, 

making you suddenly 

think of fate and god, 

and brings to your lips 

lines of a forgotten prayer. 


The traffic light lowers 

its benevolent eyes; 

the car anxiously jumps forward 
wishing to get lost 

in the rush of traffic. 

But the image 

of the skeleton 

refuses to desert 

the rearview mirror, 

until the next crossing. 
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Pes dedi ae 


Peering down 
from the airplane, 
you cannot see 
the dirt and dust, 
the mud and mire, 
on the ground. 


You cannot see 

the thatched huts 

with blown-off roofs, 

the damaged crops, 
the cattle carcasses; 
your eyes cannot reach 
the ant-like men. 


From there 

you see only 

the orange sun, 

the rainbow clouds, 
and a rosy future 
stretching beyond. 


From within the plane's 
safe confines 
screams and wails, 
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sobs and sighs, 

cannot reach you. 

In this little heaven 

there is no Sorrow, 

no sadness, no deprivation, 
no famines, no death, 

no epidemics, no calamities. 
All that is dirty, 

diseased and ugly 

is hidden from sight. 


At such lofty heights 


you are in a heaven free from sorrow, 


from where you can contemplate 
only your own power and arrogance, 
can comprehend 

only your own comfort 

and your contented self. 

You feel like god, 

above and beyond 

responsibility for anyone. 


From the airplane 

the flood-ravaged countryside 
looks like a surreal painting 
to be set in an ornate frame 
and hung on the walls 

of unrepentant souls. 
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Jerr ties brings together a selection of poems 


written by J. P. Das over more than thirty years, opening 
with the poet's most recent poem After Gujarat, a paean to 
the power of poetry in the darkest of times. The overriding 
theme of the collection is the impingement of the world on 
consciousness, as it demands - and receives - recognition, 
and subsequent foreclosure. If the tone of the poems is 
somewhat sombre, this is due less to pessimism than to 
clarity of vision, to a willingness to directly face the difficulty 
of surviving in a world where survival can never be taken for 
granted. In the end, the poems are acts of solidarity with the 
weak and the low and the lost, and denounce the 
manipulation and insensitivity to which they are subjected. 
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